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4 The label “Beat” means many different things to many different people. So how do you
make sense of a group of writers who exist as both a global social phenomenon and a
multi-generational literary movement? Antonín Zita attempts to answer this question
by placing the Beats’ postwar receptions (both critical and popular) in the United States
and the Czech Lands into dialogue with current receptions in both countries. The result
is an insightful study that offers tantalizing new directions for the field of Beat Studies. 
5 Zita  begins  by  dutifully  examining  the  term  “Beat  Generation,”  discussing  who
constituted this group, what the term meant, and the attitudes it conveyed. After a
chapter on reader response theory where Zita argues for a middle course that claims
while “readers do have leeway in interpreting the text, the text creates boundaries in
interpretation” (35), Zita delves into the reception of the Beats in the 1950s and 1960s,
especially  with regards  to  the “beatnik”  stereotype that  defined the era.  For  those
familiar with the Beats or the cultural politics of the postwar, much of this background
will  sound  familiar.  But  for  those  new to  the  field  or  period,  Zita  provides  a  nice
overview  of  both  the  postwar  social  milieu  that  informed  Beat  writing  as  well  as
popular, critical, and academic response to a writing purposely designed to challenge
the status quo. 
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6 It is when Zita turns his attention to current reception that payoffs accumulate. After
outlining  the  lasting  impact  of  the  Beats  in  both  popular  culture  and  academic
discourse, Zita goes on to chronicle the many “faces” of the Beats, and examines the
problems  associated  with  their  mythologizing.  This  is  a  starting  point  for  a  larger
investigation that needs conducting in a field often lacking critical self-reflection. In an
engaging account  of  the  obituaries  of  Allen Ginsberg,  Jack Kerouac,  and William S.
Burroughs  (who  together  dominate  the  study),  Zita  argues  that  a  tension  emerges
between the Beats as social phenomenon and the Beats as writers, concluding “such
depictions can result in a hagiography in which the work of the Beats is only secondary
to the ideas they symbolize” (92). Zita takes the field to task, arguing that there is often
“a sense of nostalgia in various Beat scholars’ accounts” and that Beat Studies is still
purposely seen “as an underground pursuit which lies outside general academia” (95).
Looking specifically at reviews of The Transnational Beat Generation and The Cambridge
Companion to the Beats, Zita observes a tension in Beat Studies between remaining true
to the anti-institutional position of the Beats while re-claiming them as worthy objects
of literary study. 
7 Turning  to  Europe,  Zita  provides  an  engaging  overview  of  the  cultural  climate  of
postwar Czechoslovakia, especially the movement of social realism, where “art could be
reduced to ideology” (105). This context is important not only for understanding the
Beats’  initial reception (including the often-discussed crowning of Allen Ginsberg as
“King of May” at the 1965 Majáles festival), but also for the subsequent canonization of
the Beats as important literary figures in the Czech Republic. Due attention is paid to
the work of Jan Zábrana and Igor Hájek as well as the reception the Beats received in
Czechoslovakian newspapers, where treatment was unsurprisingly negative. Looking at
publication histories,  festivals,  personal  visits  as  well  as  paratextual  materials  from
translated Beat works, Zita shows that the Beats are alive and well in today’s Czech
Republic, generally as “symbols of individual freedom and resistance against
government  oppression”  (154).  Turning  to  academia,  Zita  makes  the  intriguing
observation  that  while  in  the  U.S.  the  Beats  are  “being  re-defined,  challenged,  or
updated”  in  Czech  Republic  they  “are  permanent  fixtures”  that  “help  illuminate
various aspects of Czech history and culture” (158). While the American focus is usually
on the social  aspects  of  the movement,  the opposite  is  true in the Czech Republic,
where  the  Beats  were  considered  a  literary  movement  from  their  initial  reception
onwards. 
8 This tension between the Beats as writers and the Beats as rebels animates Zita’s work.
The author is clearly troubled by how Beat is “performed,” implicitly critiquing readers
(and critics) who focus on lifestyle and exploits at the expense of texts. As Zita nicely
puts  it,  “the  frequent  emphasis  on  the  various  Ginsberg  anecdotes  or  Burroughs
monikers  .  .  .  not  only  help  constitute  the  nature  of  the  Beat  Generation  author
described, but ultimately also of the writer sharing the anecdote” (174). Anyone who
has attended a Beat event has seen this in practice, as close readings often get trumped
by  the  phrase  “I  was  there.”  Although never  stated  explicitly,  the  reader  gets  the
feeling that Beat Studies in the U.S. would do well to emulate its Czech counterpart.
9 How We Understand the Beats is an important book. Not only does it provide a clearer
picture of the Beat reception in the Czech lands, but it opens up lines of inquiry that
Beat Studies would do well to explore. A closer attention to the history of the field itself
and  the  assumptions  on  which  it  rests  is  lacking,  as  is  a  more  comprehensive
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understanding  of  the  current  U.S.  reception.  This  is  especially  important  going
forward. In an era when personal acts have become highly scrutinized, Beat misogyny
and racial insensitivity have (rightly) come under increasing fire. Will a new generation
of young people highly attuned to insensitivity and white male privilege pick up Beat
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